The effects of global consumerism highlight the need to intensify efforts aimed at protecting our natural environment, shaping customers' attitudes and increasing consumer awareness in many different countries, in order to promote the idea of sustainable development. The objective of the article is to present the behaviour of Polish consumers and their competence with regard to supporting sustainable development. The authors have undertaken an attempt to identify consumer behaviour strategies connected with purchasing, using and disposing of products. The study is based on the analysis of selected findings of omnibus surveys conducted on a representative sample of 1000 Polish people and on the results of CATI research carried out among 1000 consumers, who were perceived as the most competent ones, representing the group. The studies were conducted in 2013 for the needs of a project funded by the National Science Centre (NCN) (no. 2011/03/B/HS4/04417). The analyses have been supplemented with the data presented by the European Commission and the United Nations. In the article the authors have put forward the thesis about a relatively low level of competence demonstrated by Polish consumers, which is reflected in consumer behaviour, which is not always aligned with the aims of sustainable development.
Introduction
In 2003-2007 thirty countries drafted national documents concerning the implementation of sustainable production and consumption, including six countries in the European Union region: Belgium, Czech Republic, Finland, France, the United Kingdom and Poland. The Polish National Strategy for Changing Production and Consumption Patterns Supporting the Implementation of the Principles of Sustainable Development (Strategia zmian wzorców produkcji i konsumpcji na sprzyjające realizacji zasad trwałego, zrównoważonego rozwoju) adopted in 2003 [21] pointed to the directions of necessary changes contributing to the restructuring of resourcesintensive sectors. The contents of the Strategy also reflected the directions indicated in the Plan of Implementation recommended during the Summit of United Nations on the Sustainable Development, which took place in September 2002 in Johannesburg, and in the earlier UN Declaration on the natural environment and development, adopted during the Summit on the Sustainable Development in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro [7] . The Strategy also includes the requirement to undertake «integrated activities affecting production and consumption patterns», in accordance with The OECD Environmental Strategy for the First Decade of the 21st Century (Strategia ochrony środowiska OECD na pierwsze dziesięciolecie XXI wieku) [10] .
The European Union aims to support the sustainable development with the application of two flagship initiatives: 1) Resource Efficient Europe, which determines the framework aiming at achieving desirable outcome in terms of effective use of resources in the case of long-term strategies in the areas such as: climate change, research and innovation or environmental protection policy; 2) Industrial Policy for the Globalisation Era, as the dynamic and highly competitive EU manufacturing sector may provide resources and many solutions to social challenges which the EU faces, such as climate change, health and ageing societies, the development of healthy and safe society and thriving social market economy.
It is worth noting that the implementation of these initiatives requires cooperation with the business world, trade unions, academic circles, non-government organizations and consumer associations.
It is also necessary to examine the consumer competences and shape their consumer awareness towards sustainable consumption and exerting influence on the production policy pursued by the business sector.
Sustainable development and sustainable consumption -theoretical approach.
In general, sustainable development is an exploration of the development paths to improve the average standard of living without the increase in, and preferably with the reduction of, environmental pressures [5, p. 82] .
In the preamble of the Declaration of Rio de Janeiro on environment and development, its creators listed 23 principles which are essential to provide proper conditions for sustainable development. The Declaration also indicated that:
 Human beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable development. They have the right to pursue a healthy and productive life in harmony with the natural development;
 Their right to develop must equitably cover the needs and aspirations of the present and future generations;
 All states and all people should cooperate with the common aim of eradicating poverty as an indispensable requirement for sustainable development, in order to decrease the disparities in standards of living and strive to meet the needs of the majority of people in the world;  The states should cooperate to create global partnership in order to maintain, protect and restore the health and integrity of the Earth's ecosystem;
 In order to achieve sustainable development and enhance the quality of life for all people, the states should reduce or eliminate non-sustainable production and consumption systems, or promote appropriate demographic policy;  Environmental issues are best addressed at a certain level, with the participation of all concerned citizens, who should be provided with access to information on natural environment by public authorities;
 Women play a vital role in environmental management and development. Therefore, their full participation is essential to achieve sustainable development;  Creativity, ideals and courage of young people of the world should be mobilised in order to develop the global partnership, which will help to achieve sustainable development and ensure a better future for us all;
 Indigenous people and their communities and other local communities play a significant role in environmental management and development, owing to their knowledge and traditional practices;  States and people should cooperate in good faith supporting global partnership fulfilling the principles embodied in the Declaration and in further development of international law in the process of achieving sustainable development. It is frequently emphasised that meeting the challenges of sustainable development is possible thanks to integrating environmental, economic and social policies (Fig. 1) , whereby it should be noted that we add three important elements to the concept of environment: access to education, health care system and cultural development, which affect the quality of life, as perceived by us.
In the context of 23 formulated principles, the sustainable development should be seen in a wider perspective, also as a concept of the enhancement of the quality of life, i.e. multi-dimensional fulfilment of existential needs. Sustainable development consists not only in counteracting the degradation of the environment, but also in combatting poverty and destitution, seeking to create the market system which takes into account cooperation, not just competition, as well as counteracting the degradation of the cultural diversity and tradition. The aim of sustainable consumption is to enhance the quality of life through pursuing new values and needs in life, new lifestyles as well as different ways of shaping living conditions. Sustainable consumption is an integral element of sustainable development. One of the most frequently quoted definitions of sustainable consumption is a definition which depicts it as «using goods and services, which satisfy basic needs and affect the improvement of the quality of life, with the simultaneous minimizing of the use of natural resources, toxic materials and emission of waste and pollution throughout the life cycle in such a way which would not limit the possibilities to satisfy the needs of future generations» [20] . Here, we should also quote the definition of sustainable consumption of the Working group on sustainable consumption and production 1 , according to which «sustainable consumption is optimal, conscious and responsible use of available natural resources, goods and services at the level of individuals, households, local communities, business environment, local governments, national governments and international structures in accordance with the principles of sustainable development. It aims at satisfying the needs and improving the quality of life for all people, both locally and globally, while respecting human rights and employees' rights, taking into account the possibilities of meeting the needs of other people, including future generation, preserving and restoring natural capital for them. The attitude of sustainable consumption includes: reducing wastage, production of waste and pollution as well as the proper selection of good and services, which fulfil specific ethical, social and environmental criteria to the greatest extent».
In 2001, Consumption Opportunities. Strategies for change report [4] presented multi-layered approach to sustainable consumption, based on a broad understanding of this concept. The report identifies four levels of the strategies aimed at different agents ( Table 1) .
The above definitions show that sustainable consumption is the concept which combines various important topics, such as: satisfying needs, improving the quality of life, promoting more effective use of resources as well as the issue of minimizing the amount of waste. An important problem is how to enhance the natural environment through changing the consumption (and production) patters, without necessarily reducing the consumption levels. «Sustainable consumption is not about consuming less, it is about consuming differently, consuming efficiently, and having an improved quality of life. It also means sharing between the richer and the poorer» [6] . Using more effective products, consumers reduce its consumption, but in doing so, they save money, which generate new consumption [3, p. 339] . [4, 20] Modern consumer societies are based on the continuous growth of consumer spending, which is essential for the economic functioning of the system. Mass consumption is a dominating feature of highly developed societies. These societies promote consumerism, encouraging or even enforcing the behaviour «which disfavours all its cultural alternatives» [1, p. 79] . Postmodern consumer culture pays special attention to the supremacy of styles and fashion.
Modern consumers live in the time of profound cultural change resulting from the development of new technologies, transformation of social structure and globalization processes. It is the world dominated by mass media which affect the identity, attitudes and consumer behaviour. Postmodernism is particularly evident in consumer choices, which reflect moving away from industrial capitalism regime (expressed with industrial ethos of work and production) towards the idea of indulgence and pleasure, which is characteristic of consumer society [8, p. 161] . A modern man is enchanted with the abundance of goods and services; purchases and consumption constitute the main sense of human existence. Consumption reflects the life of a human being: it becomes a way of establishing an individual's own identity. Buying goods and services and their consumption is increasingly pleasant for an individual. The goods are frequently purchased not because of their material value, but due to their symbolic significance, which is an indication of the buyer's status or lifestyle.
Consumer societies are characterised by temporal orientation of «here and now», which actually stands in opposition to sustainable consumption. Making responsible and ethical choices, consumers may affect the behaviour of producers and traders who will adapt their offer to their expectations. It may concern also the goods produced with the respect for the natural environment. In practice, the term «responsible and ethical consumption» is less personal, and it constitutes a challenge for alternative ways of life. Various initiatives of the movement towards ethical/responsible consumption seem to adopt common approach towards political issues such as: Fair Trade and global economic reforms, ecology and animal rights, local and social obligations, as opposed to focusing on individual, private well-being in the discourse on anti-consumerism. The impulse which motivates people to become involved in ethical consumption is altruism and respect towards other human beings, animals or environment [14, p. 49] .
According to the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) report concerning a vision of sustainable consumption in 2050, «people live well, within the limits of the planet and society at large. «Living well» is decoupled from the consumption of physical products, and the materials that they contain. The system of production and consumption is aligned with economic, environmental and social sustainability». There is no one single model, but a vast range of options for a better life. Sustainable consumption will be a dominating phenomenon. Nevertheless, consumers will still differ with regard to the level of consciousness concerning the natural environment and social issues, and they will be motivated to change their habits [2] .
The British Commission on Sustainable Development creates a concept of «sustainable life», which is «within the capacity of the planet, and simultaneously promoting health, well-being and the quality of life of this generation /…/ and future generations». With regard to using goods and services, sustainable life may be achieved by energetic efficiency at home and at work, sustainable travel and sustainable food, reducing the amount of waste, sustainable products and supply chains. Sustainable life should be based on the education, health, well-being and sustainable societies.
Consumers play a crucial role in the realisation of sustainable consumption, both, at present and in the future. Consumer competence is of primary importance for the quality of this role.
Consumer competence.
According to the Dictionary of Foreign Words, a Latin word competentia refers to specific skills, usefulness, capacity to act and suitability [13, p. 270] . This term also encapsulates knowledge, abilities, potential and attitudes.
In the article we present a definition of consumer competence assumed for the needs of the above said project: the consumer competence represents theoretical knowledge and practical skills, which distinguish a particular individual with regard to efficient and effective meeting the low-level and higher-level needs, while maintaining appropriate quality standards and assuming responsibility for his/her choices and decisions [5, p. 54] .
Recognizing the importance of consumer competence and the fact that it is one of the most important indicators of the level of the civilisation progress of the society, the authors have undertaken quantitative omnibus research and the studies conducted with the application of CAWI method. The study took into account the concept allowing to examine a consumer competence, among others, in the context of behaviour which is fully consonant with the idea of sustainable consumption.
Sustainable consumption is connected with the decisions made with the respect for the environment, for example: buying eco-friendly products, sorting waste, disposing of batteries using special containers designated for this purpose, recycling goods as well as making more rational purchasing decisions, e.g. buying as many items as I need at a given moment, I donate the used things and things which I find unnecessary to others.
It is worthwhile to take a closer look at consumer profile of customers whose behaviour corresponds to the above said descriptions.
The approach -if we deal with an eco-friendly product and it carries a label indicating this quality, I am willing to buy it even if its price is 10 % higher than of the item which does not have such an indication -is expressed by 64 % of Polish people. It is most frequently represented by men, people aged 35-44, having a tertiary level education, with a professional status of an entrepreneur/a member of managerial staff, who are satisfied with their financial situation, residents of cities below 500,000 inhabitants, from central voivodship.
63 % of Poles declared regular waste sorting. Such an approach is usually represented by women, individuals aged 45-54, with tertiary level education, indicating a professional status of entrepreneur/member of managerial staff, who perceive their financial situation as average, inhabitants of rural areas, from Wielkopolskie voivodship.
More than half of the respondents (57 %) admitted that they dispose of the batteries using a special container designated for this purpose. This kind of approach is more frequently represented by women, people aged 56-64, declaring having tertiary level education, with a professional status of an entrepreneur/member of managerial staff, who are satisfied with their financial standing, living in rural areas in Dolnośląskie voivodship (Lower Silesia).
33 % of Polish people check whether a particular product is biodegradable (recycling) before purchasing it. It is important for both women and men (with a predominance of women), people declaring higher education, with a professional status of a white-collar worker, who see their financial situation as positive, living in the cities above 500,000 inhabitants, from Wielkopolskie voivodship; it should be noted that this particular indication appears to be the least important for elderly people (65+), 70 % of Polish people donate unnecessary or used items to others. This kind of rational behaviour is typical for women, people aged 45-54, declaring having tertiary level education, with a professional status of an entrepreneur/member of managerial staff, perceiving their financial situation as average, living in rural areas or the cities of 100,000-500,000 residents in Małopolskie voivodship.
Thoughtful purchases are an indication of rational behaviour -we only buy the items which we need at a particular moment. This kind of behaviour was pointed out by 83 % of Polish people. These were mainly women, people aged 45-54, declaring having secondary level education, with a vocational status of a farmer, perceiving their financial situation as negative, living in the rural areas of Lower Silesian voivodship.
Despite the relatively positive approach declared by a considerable proportion of Polish people, we should also emphasise that, simultaneously, 76 % of the representative sample believe that at present Polish people focus more on consumption (consumerism) than on eco-friendly lifestyle. Such an opinion was most frequently expressed by people aged 45-54.
Still, it is encouraging to think that over half of Poles (54 %) believe that parents in Poland set a good example for younger people on how to live in harmony with natural environment. At the same time, it is worth noting that important lessons are to be learnt also from children and youth, on condition that such habits and customs will be taught at various stages of education. The distribution of answers is convergent in all surveyed age groups.
The authors of the article examined the issue of competence and rational behaviour in the quantitative study with the application of CATI methodology, covering the sample of 1000 Polish people, seen as more competent individuals representing the population.
The concept of sustainable consumption mainly represented: thoughtful shopping (25 % of the sample), buying products which are necessary (24% of the interviewees), reasonable consumption (buying goods in moderation), according to financial means we have at our disposal (21 % of respondents); the respondents also listed such ideas as e.g. buying in order to consume, not throw away, buying healthy food, responsibility, avoiding overeating.
Every third respondent (34 %) could not define this term. We may assume that they have not come across this term, and, as a consequence, also the problematics associated with the concept. The distribution of responses according to age groups was rather similar; nevertheless, the largest number of responses «I don't know» was indicated by people aged 65+.
The positive approach towards the concepts of sustainable development and sustainable consumption is reflected in the fact that customers prepare a shopping list before buying grocery products, which may prevent households from throwing away left-over food, both suitable for eating and the one past the expiration date. Such an approach is indicated by 33 % of respondents, and it concerns everyday shopping, or less frequent purchases. 18 % of respondents claim that they never do it, and 21 % of the sample indicate that they sometimes prepare a list of items to buy. It should be noted that 62 % of respondents declare that they always check the stocks of food in the fridge; the interviewees who do it least frequently are aged 65 and more. However, only 39 % pay attention to the size of a packaging; this indication usually concerns people aged 65+.
Nevertheless, every second respondent states that there are instances when they throw away food because it is past expiration date, and the minority of the sample (47 %) claim that they never do it. In turn, 83 % of respondents declare that they do not recall a situation when they would dispose of the food they purchased which would still be good to eat.
According to the Federation of Food Banks (Federacja Banku Żywności), Poland is among the top five countries, where consumers throw away the greatest amount of food (9 million tons), whereby households waste about 2 million tons of food a year.
It is noteworthy that on the 22 May 2015 Lower House of Parliament in France voted in favour of the Environmental Law which prevents supermarkets from disposing of unsold food and orders that the food should be donated to charity organizations (the law applies to shops with the surface of over 400 m 2 , which need to sign the relevant agreements until June 2016) or utilized in other ways (e.g. as compost or animal feed). The individuals who breach those regulations will be fined in the amount of 75 thousand euro or punished with two years' imprisonment.
«Reducing food waste would help to alleviate the current pressure on limited natural resources, and it would also help to avoid the increase of agricultural production by 60 % in order to satisfy the needs of global population in 2050» -as indicated by the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) in the report: «Food waste harms climate, water, land and biodiversity». In 2013 1.3 billion tons of food was wasted around the world [11] .
Amongst a group of more competent consumers, 69 % of respondents declared that they pay attention to the fact whether the product they use is eco-friendly (organic origin). It is worth pointing out that in omnibus research 64 % of Polish people presented the following approach -if a product is eco-friendly and carries such a label, I am interested in buying it, even though its price may be 10 % higher than the one which carries no such indication.
Resolute seekers vs. Modern ignorant consumers.
The study allowed the authors to distinguish groups of consumers characterized with similar social and economic features. The group of resolute seekers seems to be the most important segment from the point of view of the considered subject-matter. The group includes people who are most likely to change their buying habits to align them with the idea of «sustainable consumption». They indicate planning only when making larger purchases (35 %). They examine the products they buy taking many aspects into consideration (origin, ingredients, whether they were produced locally, additives, weight, etc.), they look for information and opinions on the purchased goods. They pay attention to what they buy (quality, price, functionality, certificates). They bring their own, reusable, «eco-friendly» shopping bags to the shop. They acquaint themselves with the terms of contracts or promotions, the procedures concerning claims and returns or replacements of goods. They frequently share their positive opinions with others. They are willing to donate the things they no longer need, such as clothes or books with other people. They are not inclined to buy a new, fashionable item if they have a similar product, which is still useful. This segment includes mainly mature people, between 30 and 59 years, declaring being in a relationship, with children, with average income (PLN 2000 -PLN 4000), living in rural areas or cities up to 100,000 residents, more frequently women.
«Modern ignorant consumers» present the attitudes which stand in opposition to the group described above, at least with regard to certain features. It is a segment of people who take advantage of technological innovations, such as paying with pass cards, making Internet purchases and buying novelties, to a greater degree. More than others, they resort to impulse shopping or making purchases influenced by TV commercials. In general, they are less interested in the environmental friendliness or recycling of products, origin of the goods, information placed on the label, but they are interested in the expiry date and whether the product was tested on animals. Prior to making a purchase they are seeking advice and recommendations from others; sometimes they are willing to share their positive views with others. This segment comprises mainly young people (46 % under 29), with secondary or tertiary education level (markedly more than in other segments), municipal residents indicating a good financial situation. There are relatively more single people in this segment.
Summary.
The main idea of the concept of sustainable development is protecting the natural environment and natural resources for future generations. It should be a part of the process focusing on changing the model of consumption, the system of values and the consumer behaviour in order to devise more environmentally-friendly management measures within these areas. Contemporary generations cannot satisfy their needs at the expense of the future generations' possibilities to make free choices with regard to meeting their needs.
In the era of globalisation and its consequences (the development of consumerism) we pay more and more attention to the necessity of changing consumer behaviour towards supporting sustainable development, whose integral element is sustainable consumption.
Consumer behaviour is reflected by competence: namely, consumers' knowledge, attitudes, skills, usefulness, capacity to act and responsibility.
The present research points to diversified consumer behaviour among Polish people. Some consumers understand the concept of sustainable consumption and they try to act responsibly, at least in some areas.
Obviously, education plays a significant role in building consumer awareness. As McGregor [15, p. 542-552] and Mick et al. [16, p. 76] indicate, consumer education aims to help consumers to make better informed decisions (being aware of their consumer rights), which may have a positive impact on them as individuals, on the society and on the environment.
The subject matter has been examined several times by the authors in their numerous publications [17, с. 5] .
Recognizing the significance of sustainable production and consumption, the European Union recommends close integration of action towards sustainable consumption and production, implementing an action plan for resource-efficient Europe and encouraging member states to pursue the policy through the action plan and the European Semester. At the same time the EU recommends applying a number of cross-cutting tools which facilitate the implementation and promoting the efforts, such as gradual elimination of non-sustainable products, devising more equitable tax policy, promoting green public procurement, gradual phasing out the subsidies which do not take into account their negative impacts on the environment, supporting research and eco-innovation, internalising environmental costs, creating other marketbased resources and encouraging consumers and the workforce to play an active part in the transition processes. Through improvements in the production process and in the products themselves, consumers may be provided with the goods and services that would empower them to introduce changes, both with regard to their behaviour and their views. The EU draws our attention to the fact that in order to promote sustainable consumption and lifestyles, the role of consumer associations and producers upholding the ideals of fair trade needs to be strengthened so as to promote and protect alternative, non-predatory forms of consumption and support best practice in business.
